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Life on the Edge: Housing Experiences in Three 
Remote Australian Indigenous Settlements 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT This analysis of housing experiences and aspirations in three remote 
Indigenous settlements in Australia (Mimili, Maningrida and Palm Island) reveals 
extreme liveability problems directly related to the scale and form of housing provision. 
Based upon field visits to each of the settlements and extensive interviews with residents 
and local housing and community officers, the paper analyses two aspects of living in 
such housing conditions at two spatial scales, the layout of the settlement and the design 
of individual houses. The failings at both scales are shown to be the fault of a 
dysfunctional housing system which is only recently being addressed. 
 
KEYWORDS   Australia, Housing; Indigenous; Liveability; Maningrida; Mimili; Palm 
Island, Remote 
 
 
Introduction 
The Indigenous population of Australia numbers over half a million people or 2.5% of 
the total population (ABS 2007). Of these, just under a third live in what is classified as 
remote and very remote parts of the country (GISCA n.d.) where they experience health, 
life-expectancy, education and living conditions far below those of the majority of other 
Australians (SCRGSP 2007). Crowded and poorly maintained housing is both a 
symptom, and an ongoing cause, of severe social disadvantage (AIHW 2007). As 
Pholeros (2007) argues, “If people live in Third world conditions in overcrowded, poorly 
built and maintained houses, then it is not surprising that they suffer the same health and 
social problems as people in developing countries”. This paper presents a synthesis of the 
housing experiences of Indigenous Australians living in remote settlements through an 
analysis of three culturally and geographically diverse case studies, which were selected 
as representative of this diversity in terms of location, climate, history, population size 
and cultural difference found in remote regions of Australia.  
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Mimili, Maningrida and Palm Island are all remote Indigenous settlements in 
Australia, but they are very different communities. Mimili was a pastoral workers 
settlement, Maningrida was a missionary settlement and trading post consolidated into a 
township for assimilation, and Palm Island was a penal settlement. These geographical 
histories shape patterns of similarity and diversity of language groups in each settlement, 
the attachments to ‘country’, the levels of cultural continuity, and the changing social 
mores that influence housing needs and aspirations. Residents of these settlements 
represent diverse language groups, cultural beliefs and practices, ‘contact histories’, and 
patterns of response to changing social, political and economic conditions.  
Isolation and significant overcrowding are common housing experiences in most 
remote Indigenous communities in Australia (ABS 2008). Mimili is a desert settlement of 
around 300 single-clan people living in 35 houses and is a one-day drive from Alice 
Springs. Maningrida is a one-day drive from Darwin with around 2000 residents in more 
than 150 houses on monsoonal savannah land. There are daily one-hour flights to and 
from Darwin and a weekly barge that brings food, construction materials, machinery and 
fuel. In the wet season (November–March) land transport is often impossible and 
Maningrida’s population can approach 3000, accommodating those avoiding isolation.  
Palm Island is 65 km off the tropical Queensland coast. Transport services to Townsville 
are poor: a ferry-boat thrice weekly, a weekly barge and expensive airflights. Palm Island 
has around 2000 people—increasing, at times, by up to 40 per cent—but only just over 
320 houses. 
The people living in these three settlements share similar housing and social problems 
related to remoteness: severe overcrowding, lack of local education, training and 
employment opportunities, a legacy of chronic under-funding of infrastructure and 
services. Settlement layouts and house designs fail mainly to meet basic needs and the 
cultural inappropriateness, severe overcrowding and irregular maintenance of houses has 
adverse health, social wellbeing and other non-shelter outcomes. Indeed, overcrowded 
and inappropriate housing, inadequate water supplies and poor sanitation remain root 
causes of the high prevalence of diseases such as hepatitis B, gastroenteritis, scabies, 
trachoma and upper respiratory tract infections (see also Bailie 2007; Shaw 2004; 
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Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2005, Ch. 10; 
Torzillo et al. 2008). 
This paper firstly outlines the research approach for studying these communities and 
then summarises findings before analysing four aspects of living in such housing 
conditions: cultural inappropriateness, poor settlement layout, failure to provide suitable 
living spaces, and lack of consultation, innovation and professionalism in managing the 
housing system. Finally the paper discusses new government housing arrangements that 
aim to address such issues.  
 
Research approach  
Mimili, Maningrida and Palm Island were studied as part of an investigation of strategies 
for improving the design, delivery and management of remote Indigenous housing, which 
resulted in developing a sustainable housing design system for remote Indigenous 
housing (Fien et al. 2008). The system reflected the voices of those interviewed: 
residents, elected council officers, managers and housing and health officers in the three 
settlements, relevant State/Territory and federal government officers, building company 
managers and tradespersons, as well as architects and project managers highly 
experienced in the design and construction of remote Indigenous housing. Our analysis 
was grounded in lived experiences, ensuring recognition of the voices of those for whom 
new housing policies have now been developed. 
Familiarisation visits to the communities were undertaken at the beginning of the 
research in order to ensure all stakeholders understood the planned research aims and the 
protocols to be followed and, importantly, to negotiate the scope of the questions that 
could be asked and of whom. This involved informal interviews with residents, housing 
officers and members of community councils. From such discussions, a list of housing 
patterns and issues emerged and served as a guide to field observations and individual 
and small group interviews in two later field visits to each of the settlements. More than 
sixty interviews were conducted across the three settlements during these later site visits. 
Three key principles guided the conduct of the research: the research should be 
systemic, culturally responsive and consultative. The research was ‘systemic’, i.e. whole-
of-system, in that it integrated the perspectives of the many relevant disciplines—human 
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geography, architecture, policy, economics, public health, construction and 
anthropology—to provide insights into the development of housing that contributes 
positively to social wellbeing for remote Indigenous communities. 
The research was also based on culturally appropriate protocols for research and 
consultation with Indigenous communities (AHURI nd; AIATSIS 2000) and incorporated 
the principles for best-practice consultation developed by Lee and Morris (2005). These 
included: (i) negotiated engagement, informed consent and adopting agreed protocols for 
communication between all parties, (ii) ongoing communication, feedback and 
continuity, and (iii) reciprocation or ‘no survey without service’. Thus, the research team 
co-designed young men’s housing in Mimili, advised on post-cyclone roofing repairs and 
scoped the design of a new cultural centre in Maningrida, and assisted the Palm Island 
Council to respond to proposed State government plans for a new town centre. 
 
The housing experience 
The pictures painted by residents and householders in Mimili, Maningrida and Palm 
Island show severe housing dysfunction due to a history of gross under-funding, poor 
policy and governance, and lack of sensitivity to residents’ housing aspirations. For 
example, Maningrida has only 160 houses while an average of 230 households are on the 
waiting list, some for more than a decade and some having left and returned still seeking 
housing. The average household size is 15 people during the dry season and 20–30 during 
the wet season. Maningrida Council officers and town residents report that there are 
sometimes more than ten people per bedroom, placing enormous stress on individual 
health and inter-family relations, the capacity for young children to do homework and 
attend school, and secure personal possessions. 
With insufficient budgets, Indigenous housing agencies have tried to build as many 
houses as cheaply as possible but, unfortunately, to the detriment of quality. Faulty 
workmanship was common and seldom rectified. Cheap fittings and fixtures for 
plumbing and electricity break under heavy use with overcrowding yet few funds are 
allocated to regular repairing and maintenance. Neglect of whole-of-life management 
means poorly developed post-occupancy management in all communities. Post-
occupancy evaluations had not been conducted routinely on individual houses. Housing 
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registers and tenant lists were difficult to keep up to date and asset management databases 
were not used effectively. 
These problems were said to result from overworked staff as priority was placed on 
managing new house construction and mundane housing emergencies. Maintenance 
schedules and records were not maintained routinely. Besides inefficient rent collection 
and monitoring of arrears rental income was often barely sufficient to cover ongoing 
maintenance costs. Few households had the skills or tools to conduct minor repairs. Many 
were frustrated by inaction on requests for repairs: ‘I am sick and tired of asking’. 
These patterns and processes point to an unsustainable – in all dimensions of the term  
– housing system and, as indicated, deep disappointments in the experience of housing in 
remote Indigenous communities. Two aspects of living under such housing conditions are 
discussed here: problematic settlement layouts and the inappropriateness of house 
designs.  
 
Settlement layout 
The layouts of the three settlements studied have quite profound effects on the residential 
experience of householders. Most who were interviewed spoke about settlement layout in 
terms of the advantages and disadvantages of the location, siting and aspect of houses as 
well as the availability and location of services and infrastructure. Typically, for example, 
Palm Island residents said: 
 
Yeah, it’s close to the store and close to the hospital. Sunday, I can go to 
Church. It’s very close to everything. 
 
Yeah, we like the location as we can sit down and think about things and 
relax. It’s a nice area—really like it. Not many parties and you only hear the 
children. It’s quiet and peaceful. 
(Interviews, Palm Island 5 December 2006) 
 
Indeed, the location of houses and residential groupings was often a positive feature of 
settlement patterns in all three communities. For example, in Mimili houses are clustered 
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into three discrete areas for each of the major three family groups (Anangu, Pitjantjatjara 
and Yankunytjatjara), though this was negotiated through cultural relationships rather 
than planned by design. At the time of the research, the new single-men’s housing being 
designed was to be located away from all three areas. 
Maningrida is divided into separate districts for each of the main language and family 
groups—what one council officer referred to as ‘subdivisions controlled by skin’ 
(Interview, Maningrida 3 November 2006). These districts tend to be close to the nearest 
traditional country of residents. However, a new housing estate—located on the other 
side of the airport from the town—was planned to have at least fifty houses within two to 
three years, all allocated according to need rather than based on family or kin relations. 
More satisfactorily a small residential respite centre for elderly residents was built away 
from the town, overlooking the sea, to take advantage of views and breezes and to be 
away from sources of nuisance and noise. 
The built-up area of Palm Island is more extensive than either Mimili or Maningrida. 
With a similar population size to Maningrida, it has about twice as many houses, built 
along the coast and across a narrow plain separating the sea from central hills. There are 
numerous residential ‘districts’, each mainly for one of its many different language 
groups. This separation is mostly a positive feature, allowing proximity of family and kin. 
However, the Housing Department on Palm Island has difficulties with allocating specific 
housing types to community members with specific housing needs (eg as a result of 
disability) in their ‘district’ only. 
Two other types of residential districts occur. While not so pronounced in Mimili, due 
to its comparatively small area and population, the first is a scattering of self-built 
shelters, caravans and family camps—often not serviced—around the periphery of the 
communities. The second is a district of better quality housing reserved for non-local 
employees, such as police, teachers, health workers and outside council managers. These 
houses tend to be better and more regularly maintained and to be larger, sturdier, have 
air-conditioning, covered car parking and gardens, and some have preferential locations 
with beach frontage. The overall designs and floor plans of such houses reveal a more 
sympathetic response to family preferences in the use of space and the domiciliary 
behaviour of their tenants than those of houses available to Indigenous residents. Some 
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are purpose-built on architectural designs, are prefabricated and have innovative 
architectural detailing. However, to date, such innovation is not a feature of Indigenous 
housing. 
Apart from this favourable ‘residential zoning’, the three communities share four other 
settlement patterns that impact adversely on the residential experience. First, the 
townships are spread out, generally with a large block of land per house and extensive 
open spaces between residential districts. Second, most residential areas have been 
subdivided into a grid pattern of streets and housing allotments (like many Australian 
country towns or suburbs)—apparently aiming to obtain efficiencies and cost-
effectiveness in providing reticulated water services. Third, businesses and government 
services are centrally located. However, given the geographic spread of houses, it has 
often been difficult for elderly and disabled people to access services they need, and 
children and young people can congregate away from their parents’ oversight. 
Fourth, even those services that can be accessed locally are far fewer than in non-
Indigenous towns, especially ones with populations of 2000–3000. For example, 
Gundagai (rural New South Wales) has 486 ‘enterprises’ compared with 18 (less than 
4%) in Maningrida (Northern Territory Government 2008, p. 2). Similarly Palm Island 
has just one community store, one fast-food outlet, a post office, a Centrelink office, a 
courthouse, a butcher, two schools, a Police–Citizens Youth Club, Tertiary and Further 
Education, a hotel and the Palm Island Aboriginal Council offices. 
Lack of access to a wide range of services and retail outlets makes household 
furniture, bedding, white goods, most clothing, garden tools, hardware supplies, and light 
building materials extremely expensive. Low family incomes and high prices mean that 
most households cannot afford them so they eat and sleep on foam mattresses on floors. 
One issue on Palm Island is a shortage of suitable land, highlighting tensions between 
competing needs for land to provide government services (including accommodation for 
government employees) and land for housing local residents. Lack of town planning and 
community or council acceptance of Queensland’s sustainable land-use plan means that 
the council is ‘reluctant to approve leases of more land for government services when no 
plan exists to adequately house the existing residents of the Island’ (McDougal 2006). 
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The arrangement and aspect of houses in Mimili, Maningrida and Palm Island reflects 
the grid street-and-block structure of urban subdivision. Houses mostly face the street, 
contradicting a preference to face traditional lands. Solar orientation and direction of 
prevailing breezes do not seem to have been considered either. Clearly accounting for 
environmental conditions and meaningful community consultations could have enhanced 
this housing provision at little or no extra cost. 
Another opportunity to improve social amenity lost in the grid alignment of houses 
was the cultural preference for family and kin to place dwellings in circular or semi-
circular patterns to facilitate sightlines for privacy, non-verbal communication and 
customary avoidance behaviour. Such patterns allow for centrally located, externally 
orientated living environments that are significant in Indigenous use of domiciliary space 
(Memmott 2008). Backyards of housing allotments become significant spaces for daily 
gatherings. Fences are physical barriers, but highly valued for keeping children and dogs 
in, wind-blown litter out, and as walls for makeshift storage and visitor shelters. 
Of particular concern to Palm Islanders was the aspect of 25 houses high on Reservoir 
Ridge. In 2001 the Australian army built these, typically side-on with front verandas 
facing not the sea, for views and breezes, but the back walls of neighbouring houses. 
These and other prefabricated houses were judged not sturdy enough, too close together, 
and lacking noise insulation. Palm Island residents and councillors said the siting error, 
and others related to prefabricated houses, resulted from quick-fix, externally driven 
solutions that neglected community knowledge, preferences and aspirations. 
In short, planning issues illustrate that, in the past, designers generally have not used 
principles of design practice that incorporate effective consultation to achieve healthy 
living practices. 
 
 
Cultural inappropriateness 
Sensitivity to Indigenous conceptions of space and shelter underpinned the vision, 
objectives and principles of the Australian housing ministers’ ten year statement of 
directions for Indigenous housing Building a Better Future: Indigenous Housing to 2010. 
Policy makers, anthropologists and architects have argued that settlement planning, house 
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sites and design must reflect Indigenous conceptions and use of space (Commonwealth, 
State and Territory Housing Ministers’ Working Group on Indigenous Housing 1999; 
Housing Ministers Advisory Council 2001; Memmott & Chambers 2003). Thus, over the 
past decade, housing agencies have been obliged to ensure that new housing and 
renovations accord with Australian Indigenous culture. This includes house location and 
orientation, certain environmental factors, cultural beliefs and traditions, family and 
household patterns, and special needs at different stages of peoples’ lives. However, this 
has rarely been the case. 
Australian Indigenous families traditionally perceive and use housing for conducting 
the business of living (Ross 1987; Read 2000; Neutze 2000; Memmott & Chambers 
2003). Despite diverse cultural aspirations and practices, Indigenous Australian 
communities shape the use of space and shelter to suit social interactions and respond to 
geographic features (Moran 1999; Memmott, & Moran 2001). Relevant beliefs and 
practices include the importance given to the extended family, avoidance relationships, 
individual and family mobility, and reciprocal obligations between individuals, families 
and larger groups. Indigenous Australians have traditionally preferred houses designed 
for informal and flexible living and for warmth in winter, shelter from sun in summer, 
shade, air circulation, preferred locations for fire and cooking places, sanitation and 
storage. There are strict rules about privacy for bathrooms and toilets, and avoidance 
behaviours between certain family members (such as brothers and sisters, and mothers-
in-law and sons-in-law). 
However, the almost universal specification of multi-bedroom family houses in the 
three case study communities—apart from notable exceptions in several Maningrida 
outstations—conflicts with the personal, cultural and functional needs of many 
Indigenous families. What a house means to Indigenous households contrasts with the 
European notion of a house as a private domicile with family members having equal use 
rights to space. Yet, Mimili, Maningrida and Palm Island have developed like other small 
rural Australian towns, with houses designed for nuclear families on quarter-acre (and 
often much smaller) blocks, fenced off from neighbours but close for economic service 
provision (Northern Territory Government 2005/2007). 
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Most housing plans in the three settlements neglected needs to accommodate large 
extended families, the elderly, single people, young couples, and single mothers and their 
children. This led one householder in Maningrida to wonder whether building only 
suburban-style houses suitable for nuclear families was a ‘government attack’ on the 
extended family relationships of Indigenous people (Interview, Maningrida 21 September 
2006). This lack of cultural consideration in house design contributes markedly to health 
and education problems, family instability and community breakdown through the 
undermining of cultural spatial identities and social practices.  
 
 
House layout 
A consequence of such cultural inappropriateness of house size and form was a general 
failure of house layouts to meet the needs and aspirations of residents. Most of the data 
for Maningrida and Palm Island were collected from residents who were asked to model 
the layout of their homes using cardboard blocks and sketches, and then to rearrange 
them into their ‘ideal house’. The residents were encouraged to talk while they did this, to 
explain their thinking. In Mimili, data collected through consultative activities were used 
to explore preferred designs for the single-men’s housing. In every community, those 
interviewed emphasised the inability of traditionally sized and designed houses to 
accommodate the variable and complex composition of family groupings and households, 
and the large numbers of resident members. 
 
Lack of space 
Overcrowding meant insufficient sleeping areas, toilets and bathrooms too. Standard 
bedrooms (9–12 m2) were far too small for the average number of occupants and needs 
for storage, privacy and safety. Overcrowding disrupted sleep and established conditions 
for inappropriate and abusive relationships. Many slept in areas not designed for sleeping, 
such as living rooms, where noise and disturbances from multiple competing activities 
were juxtaposed. Verandas were used for sleeping, especially in summer, although some 
residents of low-set houses expressed security concerns unless verandas were at least 
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partially enclosed. Problems of insufficient and small bedrooms were exacerbated by 
regular and unplanned arrival of visitors, typical of Indigenous communities and homes. 
The difficulty of living under such conditions is evident from the following comments. 
 
I have been living in this [2-bedroom] house eight to nine years and waiting 
for my own house for fifteen years. This house is my husband’s mother’s 
home … Not enough space, not enough storage, not enough rooms. My eldest 
daughter is sleeping outside. The [veranda] roof is not wide enough to stop 
rain and we have two families sleeping there. We put a tent in the bathroom 
for a room in the rainy season. 
(Interview, Maningrida 22 September 2006) 
 
There’s four kids, my wife and me. There’s a boy’s room and a girl’s room 
but three boys sleep in the kitchen and living room too. We go up to ... oh ... 
18 when there is a ceremony or a funeral… We need a proper fire escape out 
of each room… and a bigger storage room; what we’ve got in the bedrooms is 
too small … Not enough cooking spaces. 
(Interview, resident of 3-bedroom house, Maningrida 20 September 2006) 
 
Household composition and visitors 
The severe shortage of houses and bedrooms in all three communities showed that the 
typical household composition was quite distinct from the nuclear family house design. 
Most Indigenous households were a complex, multigenerational, extended family with 
several family sub-units, each living in their own bedroom. Each ‘house within a house’ 
or ‘bedroom house’ provided sleeping and living space for groups of three to six people. 
They might be a nuclear family, a nuclear family with a grandparent, several elderly 
aunts with grandchildren, uncles and young single men, or groups of teenage girls. These 
small ‘bedroom houses’ needed storage space for occupants’ belongings. Many residents 
stored groceries in bedrooms for security. Therefore bedroom doors had locks or latches. 
The culture of reciprocal hospitality in Australian Indigenous society means that 
visitors were generally welcomed as a way of maintaining kinship bonds and of caring 
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for the needy. However, the high numbers and frequency of temporary visitors poses 
problems. First, often visitors come to stay in houses that are already overcrowded and/or 
in need of repair. Second, the resultant crowded living conditions challenge health and 
safety standards. People are forced to sleep on verandas; showers, toilets and sinks 
become blocked; and rainwater tanks sometimes run low. Such living conditions lead to 
conflict, especially when added to emotional tensions from overcrowding. Residents 
mentioned too much noise, ‘humbug’, fighting, drinking and difficulties for children 
(sleeping and school). 
Council officers reported that levels and costs of repairs and maintenance were 
disproportionately higher during times of high visitation. However, the 2004 Fixing 
Houses for Better Health survey in Maningrida showed that 91 per cent of all repairs 
were due to routine maintenance with only 7 per cent due to tenant damage (Maningrida 
Council Incorporated 2004). Similarly, Torzillo et al. (2008) found in a survey of 3448 
houses in 112 Indigenous communities around Australia that only 10 per cent of house 
items needed repair due to vandalism or misuse. 
Current policy and design responses to these problems include imposing difficult-to-
enforce limits on how long visitors stay, and building ablution blocks, basic shelters and 
demountables for visitors. Often such shelters were substandard and lacked facilities. For 
example, the ‘chicken coops’ in Maningrida were large sheds, open-walled (apart from 
chicken wire) built for residentially mobile wet-season visitors from nearby outstations. 
Although short-term visitors use them, overcrowding and long waiting lists for housing 
mean people often live there semi-permanently. Building more bedrooms, bathrooms and 
toilets in houses (either new-build or extensions) was not seen as a solution as additional 
bedrooms would be quickly occupied by those already living in overcrowded conditions. 
The large size of households means high wear and tear of housing structures, fixtures 
and fittings. The rate and extent of such wear and tear was increased by faulty original 
workmanship, specification of less-than-robust plumbing, doors, hinges, wall materials 
etc. and irregular maintenance. In Maningrida only $1500 was reserved per house per 
year for repairs and maintenance. Insufficient local skilled labour and call-outs for minor 
repairs were costing hundred of dollars. 
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When asked for a solution to the problem of housing shortages and overcrowding, 
several interviewees in Maningrida and Palm Island said that building more houses might 
encourage more people to move there—a particular fear in Maningrida, where policy 
changes reducing support for outstations were likely to result in people moving to such 
service centres, thus aggravating existing housing shortages. 
 
Ideal house design 
Residents had various views about the ideal number of bedrooms. The better educated 
and employed community members tended to prefer 2–4 bedrooms in a house, following 
planned private home ownership schemes. Some interviewees said they would prefer a 
small two-bedroom house as a way of ‘warding off’ long-term visitors, especially giving 
their children a chance to study at night and avoid noisy, disruptive and ‘humbug’ 
behaviour by adult residents and visitors (Interview, Maningrida 22 September 2006). 
In contrast, other residents believed the solution was to build large, multi-bedroom 
houses or adjacent units for extended family members and visitors. People in Maningrida 
described several of the large houses built by BAC for outstation residents as their ideal 
house. A Palm Island resident said: 
 
There is not enough room when my daughter and her family come to stay. 
She usually has to stay somewhere else where there is room. I would like six 
bedrooms with a veranda all the way around to sleep all the family members 
and visitors. 
(Interview, Palm Island 6 October 2006) 
 
However, there are alternatives to adding more bedrooms. Memmott et al. (2006) argued 
that appropriately sized bedrooms and living spaces, well-positioned and screened 
verandas, detached shade structures, and more showers and toilets can cater for many 
visitors. Such relatively cheap strategies seemed barely evident in the three communities. 
In Mimili, residents advocated for young single men’s housing away from the main 
town, to reduce numbers in existing houses and allow for customary separation. The need 
to respond to other customs drew a range of answers. Separate housing for young couples 
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and single mothers with young children was seen as a significant need. In Maningrida too 
such accommodation was desired, but there was opposition to building flats or attached 
units because they might attract drinkers and noise. Separate accommodation for the 
elderly was desired, only for short times—for medical care or respite from 
overcrowding—as families said that they preferred to care for their elderly relatives. 
 
Internal services 
Residents were concerned about bathrooms and toilets, living rooms, kitchens, verandas 
and external living spaces. Many in said the one or two bathrooms and toilets in their 
houses were insufficient. Indeed, Memmott et al. (2006) has calculated that a 15-person 
household with one shower could mean 2.5 hours or longer use of the shower. Residents 
emphasised avoidance relationships, e.g. with regard to toilet access by adult brothers and 
sisters, and mothers-in-law and sons-in-law. Often there were concerns that toilets were 
too close to kitchens, could be seen from living rooms, or that people (especially women) 
could be seen entering them and that there was noise from people using toilets, and that 
toilet windows often faced outdoor public areas or hallways across from other toilets. 
However, outside toilets located and oriented to avoid these problems were seldom 
suggested, because going outside in the dark at night was considered not safe. 
Some of the women expressed concern about kitchens. They described problems with 
small kitchens and stoves when several family subunits were trying to cook 
simultaneously. Concerns included a lack of refrigerators and other food storage places, 
ant and cockroach problems (despite regular council spraying), and the proximity of 
kitchens to living rooms, especially if people slept in them. There was a common 
preference for large family-sized, eat-in kitchens rather than open-plan ones that lacked 
space for eating. One interviewee said, ‘We eat on the veranda now as there isn’t a dining 
room and the lounge room is too small’ (Interview, Palm Island 6 December 2006). 
Women in Mimili and Maningrida found difficulty keeping houses clean, not only 
because of overcrowding and placing bedding and belongings on the floor but also 
because of climate. The heat and inadequate house designs required doors and windows 
to be open as much as possible for cooling. This allowed dust to blow into houses. 
Several Maningrida women said they could not keep bathrooms and toilets clean, 
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especially with visitors who ‘are still introducing themselves into the ways of the white 
community’ (Interview, Maningrida 21 September 2006). 
Lack of safe and secure storage was a major concern in all three communities. Kitchen 
storage tends to be open wire mesh shelves to allow access to plumbing and to prevent 
vermin infestations that may occur in hot and damp enclosed cupboards. Families were 
worried that children could climb into cupboards and might pull heavy pots down on top 
of them. Most houses seemed to have been built without sufficient storage cupboards. 
Linen cupboards in hallways, ample food and clothing storage in bedrooms, and lockable 
cupboards on verandas or carports were seen as particular needs. Some Palm Island 
residents expressed concerns that, even where provided, cupboards lacked shelves, doors 
and locks: 
 
We desperately need storage in both the kitchen and bedrooms. We always 
complain about it to the government. We also need storage in the carport for 
tools, lawn mower, etc. 
 
Storage is needed on the veranda and it needs to be lockable. We don’t have 
any drawers in the kitchen or bedroom and we need them. They need to be 
lockable so the baby doesn’t get into them or the cupboard. 
(Interviews, Palm Island 5–6 December 2006) 
 
Living spaces 
There were many complaints that living rooms were too small for sleeping, or entering 
and leaving the house, but none about space for sofas or televisions. Few owned sofas 
and televisions were kept in bedrooms. Instead, residents wanted space to move around 
others, to avoid walking on mattresses and belongings on the floor, and to avoid eye 
contact with relatives with whom they have an avoidance relationship. Palm Island 
residents wanted larger living rooms as their houses were not provided with a dining 
room, so they needed somewhere to put a dining table (if funds provided). Hallways 
adjacent to bathrooms and toilets were also of concern and were often too narrow for 
people to take account of avoidance relationships. 
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The common hip-height of windows in bedrooms and living rooms was disliked as 
this height prevented appropriate surveillance and sightlines when people were seated on 
the floor on mattresses and pillows (often the only furnishings people owned). Thus 
windows positioned at or near floor level were favoured. 
People strongly preferred functional external living spaces. The design of verandas 
and yards is very important in this regard, not just for communal cooking and gatherings 
but also for climatic reasons, such as shade and cover from rain, and for additional 
sleeping spaces. However, these were not a common feature of house designs. Until 
recently, very few houses had verandas and fences. Yards are also seen as important, with 
fences considered very important by some for the ‘enclosure’ reasons outlined above and 
by others as a stable support on which to erect temporary shelters for visitors. Almost all 
yards contained at least one outdoor cooking space that also served as a social hearth. 
Like most Indigenous groups around Australia, residents of these communities tended 
to socialise in outdoors, often sitting in circles or clusters. Verandas that provide daytime 
living areas during wet and dry seasons and shady treed spaces in yards in the dry season 
were features that almost all interviewed added to their ‘improved’ house plans. They 
wanted wide verandas with extensive roof overhangs to provide sufficient shaded 
meeting spaces, spaces for visitors or young men to sleep, and to prevent rainstorms from 
wetting belongings and bedding on verandas. Some asked for veranda walls to block out 
wind and ensure privacy, while others wanted verandas for drying clothes in wet weather. 
In short, while the design of houses in the three communities generally reflected 
principles of health and safety in the National Indigenous Housing Guide and associated 
practices of designing for ‘healthy living practices’ (Department of Family and 
Community Services 2007), by not taking account of the usual practices of Indigenous 
residents, such principles have failed to have the desired results in the everyday 
experience of living in the houses. 
 
 
Conclusion  
We started this research expecting to find significant differences in needs and aspirations 
across the three geographically and culturally diverse Indigenous communities of 
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Maningrida, Mimili and Palm Island. However, there were commonalities in the 
experiences of housing. This signalled a need to fundamentally reform the approach to 
the entire housing system, not just house design. 
There needs to be initial discussions with householders about their housing 
aspirations, and various and multiple stages of consultation with clients, drawing and 
revising concept and detailed plans, responding to quantity surveyors’ reports and cost 
estimates, specifying materials and fittings, project planning, construction management, 
and developing a tenancy management scheme, maintenance schedule, and post-
occupancy evaluations—see Long et al. (2007) and Fien et al. (2008) for an elaboration 
of this ‘extended’ definition of a design framework.  
Examining the lived experience of houses in these communities reveals costs beyond 
its construction. A whole-of-life costing model was required that considered capital and 
recurrent costs—plus the costs of housing-related health, education and family wellbeing. 
However, planning for whole-of-life costing raises several problematic issues. For 
example, how far can appropriate consultation and a consideration of different household 
types and their different housing aspirations ensure that houses are functional and valued 
by residents, thus reducing the accelerated wear and tear on homes? Can the added costs 
of consultation and design responses offset reduced costs of ongoing maintenance and 
repairs? How far can added construction costs of sturdy materials and high-grade fixtures 
and fittings offset or reduce costs of later repairs? How far can local training in 
construction and maintenance reduce capital and maintenance costs? Is the relative 
additional cost of building a six-bedroom house for an extended family of 15 to 20 people 
proportionally less than the cost of two three-bedroom houses? How can the public 
investment in housing—usually the largest item of expenditure in a community each 
year—be leveraged to stimulate appropriate training in construction and maintenance 
skills and local entrepreneurial endeavours and thus contribute to regional development? 
How can a whole-of-government strategy and budget process be implemented to meet 
these wider goals of housing to be ‘more than a roof overhead’ (Newman 2002) and a 
strategy for enhanced livelihoods (Seemann et al. 2008)? 
Such questions point to the need for housing policies and practices to integrate 
concerns for social wellbeing and stability, cultural values and imperatives, economic 
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development, training and employment opportunities, and respect for geographic 
influences, eco-efficiency and whole-of-life costing in housing designs, construction and 
management. Fortunately this is beginning to happen. New housing agreements between 
the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments to improve the management of 
housing stock and to accelerate the repair, renovation and construction of homes in 
remote Indigenous communities have been initiated. These represent a four- to six-fold 
increase in housing funds for 2008-2012 and an approach to housing procurement, 
design, construction and management that prioritises: 
 Increased employment and training of Indigenous people to achieve sustainable 
workforces for ongoing employment in housing construction, maintenance and 
management. 
 Appropriate designs, construction innovations and economies of scale so that the 
whole-of-life cost of building and managing houses is reduced.  
 The development of positive relationships with householders and communities 
through open and transparent consultation and an understanding of local needs (See 
FaHCSIA 2009).  
While problems such as overcrowding and inappropriate design are a legacy of past 
under-funding and policy arrangements, they remain endemic features of Indigenous 
housing provision in remote Australia, as illustrated by reports of the lived experience of 
residents in Mimili, Maningrida and Palm Island. Even the enlightened arrangements and 
increased budget of new housing programmes will not fully address the extent of 
problems of overcrowding and housing dysfunction in remote parts of Australia unless 
the new programmes are extended for at least another decade and are implemented 
effectively and efficiently and in ways that achieve open and transparent consultation, 
education, training and employment, and a professionalisation of tenancy management.  
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